Management of elderly patients with primary breast cancer.
From 1974 through 1983, three hundred forty-three patients aged 70 years or older at diagnosis received comprehensive post-operative radiation therapy for localized (Stage I-III) breast cancer following surgical procedures ranging from incisional biopsies to classical radical mastectomy. The 5- and 10-year overall survival rates for this series of elderly patients are 67% and 33%. The respective disease-free survival rates are 67% and 42%. Over one-half of these women were treated by less than total mastectomy. No differences were seen in survival, disease-free survival, or local regional control rates comparing similarly staged patients treated by radical mastectomy, modified radical mastectomy, or tylectomy. Complications were few and seen primarily in those patients subjected to axillary dissection prior to irradiation. Long term survival appears to be achievable in the majority of elderly patients with regionally confined disease at presentation and aggressive treatment with curative intent is warranted. These elderly patients are often poor candidates for radical surgery. In this patient population, conservative surgery with post-operative radiation therapy is well tolerated and provides equivalent results to more radical surgical procedures.